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“To Follow the Bright Star”: American Involvement in the Spanish Civil War and the Shaping of 
the U.S. Popular Front, 1937-1938 
 
In May of 1937, nineteen-year-old Jack Freeman left his home in New York on a ship 
bound for Europe. On Sunday, May 30th, the Ciudad de Barcelona was in the Mediterranean 
Sea, nearly having arrived at its destination in Barcelona. That afternoon, Freeman disobeyed the 
usual orders to stay below deck, leaving his cabin in the back of the ship to lean over the ship’s 
railing and look at the “water of the Mediterranean, which is every bit as blue as it’s cracked up 
to be.”1 Freeman remembered being excited to finally be at the end of his long journey, one that 
had taken him from New York to France before his arrival in Spain.  
 Jack Freeman had grown up in New York City in a Jewish, left-leaning family. His father 
acted as Secretary-Treasurer of the Brotherhood of Painters, Decorators and Paperhangers of 
America, an influential trade union. Freeman graduated from Boy’s High School in Brooklyn, 
and like his parents, he also became active in politics. Freeman was a member of the Young 
Communist League before he joined the Communist Party in 1937, and he worked as a part-time 
clerk in a union office. At the time Freeman departed for Spain, he had already spent two years at 
the City College of New York, where he served as the editor of the school’s newspaper. Instead 
of completing his degree, though, Freeman decided to leave everything to volunteer in the 
Spanish Civil War.2  
 
1 Jack Freeman to Herb Freeman, September 25, 1937, in Madrid 1937: Letters of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade 
from the Spanish Civil War, ed. Cary Nelson and Jefferson Hendricks, (New York: Routledge, 1996), 75.  
2  “Jack Freeman,” Volunteer Database, The Abraham Lincoln Brigade Archives (ALBA). 
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At the moment in which Freeman was leaning over the deck of the ship, enjoying the end 
of his long trip to Spain, he suddenly heard a “dull thud – not a bang, not sharp at all, like a 
heavy push.”3 The ship had just been struck by an Italian torpedo which went straight through 
the back of the ship. Freeman’s decision to leave his cabin happened to save his life. Fortunately, 
Freeman managed to get safely away in one of the few lifeboats that escaped the wreckage. 
“Every once in a while,” Freeman later wrote to his brother Herb, “it strikes me that my being 
alive at all at present is just a pretty damn lucky accident.”  
 Though Freeman’s journey proved to be exceptional, many Americans found themselves 
in dangerous situations in an effort to reach Spain between 1937 and 1938. They were going to 
fight in support of the Spanish Republic during Spain’s Civil War, which lasted until April of 
1939. Spain had been at war since July of 1936, when General Francisco Franco led a military 
coup against the democratically elected, left-leaning government. The conflict pitted Franco’s 
Nationalists against the Spanish Republicans (supporters of the Spanish Republic), and it ended 
with a Republican defeat and a thirty-six-year dictatorship. By travelling to Spain to support the  
Spanish Republic, American volunteers revealed internal tensions in the United States 
surrounding the perceived rise of U.S. fascism and the corresponding development of a unified, 
anti-fascist political Left. 
 In response to the Spanish Civil War, the United States government, along with Britain 
and France (the most powerful democratic nations at that time), adopted an official policy of 
nonintervention. After World War I, the United States especially did not want to become 
involved in another European war, so it enacted prohibitions against sending arms or military aid 
to Spain. It was also illegal for United States citizens to enlist in foreign armies, and American 
 
3 Jack Freeman to Herb Freeman, September 25, 1937, in Madrid 1937, 75. 
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passports during this time were stamped “Not valid for travel in Spain.” This is why Freeman, 
and many volunteers like him, had to take a circuitous route to sneak into the country. Once in 
Spain, the majority of American volunteers were assigned to the XV International Brigade, 
which consisted of multiple international battalions. In February of 1937, the first battalion of 
American volunteers decided to call themselves the Abraham Lincoln Battalion.4  
The typical route for an American volunteer was to travel to New York and set sail, often 
on an English ship, bound for France.5 Once in France, volunteers needed to find a way to sneak 
into Spain, taking care to avoid the French border guards. Jack Freeman and many others found 
boats willing to take them, but this proved challenging because France had officially declared a 
policy of neutrality.6 For those without boats to take them into Spain, there remained a yet-more-
difficult route: hiking across the Pyrenees mountains. Many who traveled the path without guides 
ended up wandering lost through the mountains or caught by the French gendarmes. Eugene 
Wolman from Los Angeles, another volunteer who arrived in Spain over the Pyrenees, wrote of 
his journey: 
“Have you ever threaded through armed guards on an unknown road during a night 
so dark you could only follow the comrade before you by touching his coat or 
holding his hand? Have you ever climbed relentlessly up stony mountain paths in 
Nettleton Oxfords so supple each stone feels as if it were a knife cutting into your 
foot? … Have you ever, finally, as dawn breaks, reached a haven of a new land, 
within whose limits bright and exciting prospects open before you? If you have not, 
you must try it sometime.”7 
 
 
4 Later volunteers joined a subsequent battalion called the George Washington Battalion, but after mass casualties 
during the Brunete Campaign, the two battalions were absorbed into one. ALBA. 
5 Archie Brown from Sioux City, Iowa, did not have a valid passport, so he had to leave the “hard way” by stowing 
away on the liner USS Manhattan. Archie Brown to his wife, May 26, 1938, in Madrid 1937, 58-59. 
6 Joe Dallet, a Dartmouth graduate from Ohio, was arrested on a boat heading from France to the Spanish coast. He 
spent a few weeks in a French prison before being released. Dallet eventually managed to cross into Spain by hiking 
across the Pyrenees mountains. Joe Dallet to his wife, March 30, 1937, in Madrid 1937, 69; Joe Dallet to his wife, 
April 22, 1937, in in Madrid 1937, 77.  
7 Eugene Wolman, April 19, 1937, in Madrid 1937, 78-79. 
 4 
Demonstrating more idealism than preparedness, Wolman’s account highlights some of 
the common characteristics of United States volunteers. Wolman was well-educated, having 
graduated in 1936 with a Philosophy B.A. from University of Southern California, where he was 
also a member of the Philosophy Honor Society. He worked for the American Can Company and 
was an active union member before departing for Spain in 1937.8 Wolman’s shoes of choice for 
the journey, Nettleton Oxfords, were dress shoes certainly not made for hiking long distances. 
Like many American volunteers in Spain, Wolman arrived in Europe ill-prepared for the 
challenges and struggles of a war. More than anything, though, Wolman’s account of his travels 
points to the idealism and hopefulness characteristic of Spanish Civil War volunteers, who 
considered Spain to be a critical battlefront in an international war against fascism.  
Political conviction, as well as idealism, led Freeman, Wolman, and approximately 2800 
more Americans to volunteer to fight in Spain’s Civil War, a war that ostensibly did not affect 
the United States. By the late 1930s, the Great Depression had led to an unprecedented rise in 
left-leaning political groups, including socialists, communists, anarchists, and labor parties, in 
the United States. In general, these political parties and organizations blamed the Great 
Depression on the United States’ industrialization, unregulated market, and capitalist system. 
They advocated for increased planning and economic controls to protect those disadvantaged by 
the capitalist system, but they disagreed on the means and extent of reform necessary. Moderate 
liberals supported President Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s “New Deal,” other progressives 
supported the New Deal as a temporary measure while pushing for greater reforms to support 
farmers and laborers, and more radical leftist organizations pushed for complete transformation 
of the United States government and economy.  
 
8 “Eugene Wolman,” Volunteer Database, ALBA. 
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These political groups, which often had competing philosophies and interests, came 
together during the 1930s to form a “Popular Front.” The U.S. Popular Front advocated for unity 
among different factions of the American Left in order to stand against fascism and direct the 
United States toward social and economic reforms. Freeman, Wolman, and the majority of the 
other U.S. volunteers belonged to the Popular Front. Most of the volunteers considered 
themselves to be radicals, believing in major expansion of government control over the private 
sector, but they were also committed to Popular Front ideals. For instance, they often used 
moderate, liberal rhetoric to explain their motivations for joining the Spanish Civil War. Their 
experiences highlight diverse motivations for their involvement in Spain, but they also reveal a 
commitment to a unified Popular Front and a common narrative of anti-fascism.  
The American Left perceived fascism to be the greatest world threat both internationally 
and domestically. Benito Mussolini had come to power in 1922, quickly establishing a fascist 
dictatorship in Italy. In 1933, Adolph Hitler and Antonio de Oliveira Salazar gained political 
power, and both Germany and Portugal fell under fascist dictatorships. In Spain, the Nationalist 
coup and the consequent civil war became an international affair when both Hitler and Mussolini 
declared their support for the Spanish “Generalissimo” Francisco Franco. Aware of the rising 
international threat of Germany and Italy’s political fascism, the Soviet Union declared its 
support for the Spanish Republican Army.  
American involvement in the Spanish Civil War was largely coordinated by the 
International Communist Party and the Soviet Union. This, coupled with the Cold War between 
the Soviet Union and the United States following World War II, has created the tendency to 
equate United States volunteers in Spain with an arm of the Soviet Union. Examining their 
correspondence during the Spanish Civil War, however, reveals a diversity of political 
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backgrounds and motivations for volunteering in Spain. The vast majority of American 
volunteers were active members of the U.S. Communist Party, but CPUSA membership in the 
1930s reflected varied concerns and interests. Analyzing the experiences of individual volunteers 
highlights the ways that American volunteers actively and intentionally unified the American 
Left during the 1930s, but it also reveals the underlying complexity of the Popular Front.     
 
Historiography 
Due to the restrictions placed on Spanish scholarship during the dictatorship, American 
research has played an important role in analyzing the Spanish Civil War, especially the official 
and unofficial international support it received. The first American writings about the Spanish 
Civil War came from the veterans themselves, and since then, veteran accounts have actively 
contributed to ideological debate about American involvement in the war. Scholarly analyses of 
the Spanish Civil War gained greater prominence in the 1950s and 60s. Although much attention 
has been given to the political and ideological forces that convinced thousands of Americans to 
volunteer in the Spanish Civil War, American scholarship for many decades usually reflected 
pro- or anti-communist points of view without considering the diverse and nuanced perspectives 
of individual volunteers. 
Until recently, most records of American volunteers were kept by the Soviet Union, and 
these records were not available for U.S. scholars until the end of the Cold War. Because of this, 
American scholarship about U.S. involvement in the Spanish Civil War can be divided into two 
general stages: during the Cold War and after the Cold War. Under the pressures of the Cold 
War, scholarship published after World War II largely focused on debating whether the Spanish 
Civil War volunteers served as an arm of the Soviet Union and the International Communist 
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Party. However Allen Guttmann’s 1962 publication of The Wound in the Heart, one of the 
principal early works about the Spanish Civil War, argued that while American involvement in 
the Spanish Civil War was largely coordinated by the International Communist Party, support for 
the war was not a radical political move by Americans. Rather, Guttmann argued, most 
Americans saw the Spanish Civil War as an extension of traditional liberal ideals, and therefore 
the debate should be framed by the “liberal tradition” of reason, democracy, education, and rule 
of law instead of “nostalgia on the Left and by hysteria on the Right.”9 Because most primary 
sources were housed by the Soviet Union, Guttmann’s argument relied on American news 
sources and paid little attention to the experiences of the American volunteers themselves.  
The second phase of U.S. scholarship on the Spanish Civil War began in the 1990s, 
following the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union. Renewed interest in the 
Spanish Civil War was due in part to the newfound availability of primary sources that had 
formerly been kept among Soviet records. The end of the Cold War allowed scholars to examine 
the aggressive policies used by the U.S. Communist Party to direct American volunteer 
involvement in the Spanish Civil War without exhibiting the extent of ideological praise or 
censure common to scholarship during the Cold War.  
The most important work to be published during this second phase is Peter Carroll’s The 
Odyssey of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade: Americans in the Spanish Civil War, published in 
1994, which provided a comprehensive account of the motivations, experiences, and political 
allegiances of American volunteers in the Spanish Civil War. Carroll drew connections between 
the political conditions in the United States and American motivations for volunteering in the 
 
9 Allen Guttmann, The Wound in the Heart; America and the Spanish Civil War. (New York: Free Press of Glencoe, 
1962), 3-5; 164. 
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war.10 More recent scholarship about American involvement in the Spanish Civil War has 
continued Carroll’s analysis of the nuances in the American Left and the complexity of 
motivations behind American support of Spain’s Republican Army. 
 In 2013, Eric Smith published American Relief Aid and the Spanish Civil War (2013), 
which analyzed efforts on the United States home front to support the Spanish Republicans. 
Smith argued that American support for the Spanish Republicans constituted the rise of a U.S. 
Popular Front, which, despite its ideological complexity, reached a certain unity under a banner 
of anti-fascism.  
Smith’s work provides valuable insight into the rise of the Popular Front, but his book 
does not address the writings of people who volunteered to fight for the Spanish Republicans. 
Because Smith and Guttmann focused on wider perceptions of the American public, both works 
downplayed the role of the Communist Party in the rise of the American Left. This essay seeks to 
counter the argument raised by Guttmann and Smith that support for the Spanish Civil War 
stemmed from the United States liberal tradition and instead argues that most Americans who 
volunteered in the Spanish Civil War saw themselves as radicals, using traditional liberal 
language to further their antifascist agenda.  
Adam Hochschild’s 2016 publication of Spain in Our Hearts: Americans in the Spanish 
Civil War, 1936-1939, returned to the individual writings from volunteers in the Spanish Civil 
War, but he downplayed the political complexity of the American Left. Research about United 
States volunteer involvement in the Spanish Civil War has tended to focus on overarching 
political forces on volunteers rather than on acknowledging the experiences or agency of the 
 
10 Peter N Caroll, The Odyssey of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade: Americans in the Spanish Civil War, (Stanford, 
CA.: Stanford University Press, 1994). 
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individuals who volunteered in the Spanish Civil War. To say that Popular Front principles were 
imposed upon members of the American Left by Communist Party elites would be reductive. To 
say that the Popular Front occurred organically among different factions of the Left, however, 
would likewise be an oversimplification. Rather, the Popular Front was a complex negotiation 
between different factions of the American Left, much of which was coordinated by the 
Communist Party, in an effort to combat the rise of fascism.   
Through analyzing correspondence from American soldiers who volunteered in the 
Spanish Civil War, this paper builds on the work of Carroll, Hochschild, and Smith. It argues 
that the Spanish Civil War marked a critical moment in the development of a distinct U.S. 
Popular Front. The Spanish Civil War framed the political debate between the American leftist 
movement and rising fascism in Europe, thereby unifying disparate political groups under a 
common enemy. This unification was not accidental. The U.S. Communist Party and the 
American volunteers in the Spanish Civil War actively worked together to define the U.S. 
Popular Front in an effort to increase U.S. support for the Spanish cause in particular and for a 
broad, antifascist agenda in general. 
 
Forging the Popular Front 
Who were the Americans who volunteered to fight in the Spanish Civil War? American 
volunteers shared a common commitment to political activism. Beyond their political 
engagement, it is difficult to generalize about the American volunteers, who came from a variety 
of ethnicities and social classes. Many volunteers were union members, and students and 
schoolteachers were well-represented.11 While many volunteers belonged to the American 
 
11 “FAQs,” ALBA. 
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working class, many other volunteers were well-educated with a knowledge and interest in 
international affairs. Individual motivations for enlisting in the Spanish Civil War varied widely, 
but these volunteers were united by their common political idealism. They were activists, 
pushing for dramatic governmental and economic reforms in a time of great social and 
international change.  
American volunteer support of the Spanish Civil War stemmed from the rise of leftist 
political ideology during the 1930s. By the start of the Spanish Civil War in 1936, both the 
United States and the world at large had been overshadowed by the Great Depression for seven 
years. The economic hardships caused by the Great Depression led to a corresponding rise in 
several leftist political groups, including socialists, communists, anarchists, and other left-leaning 
liberals, throughout the United States and Europe. These groups blamed the failures of capitalism 
for the Great Depression and advocated for political reforms in favor of economic planning and 
increased protections for the working class. Though each group had its own political and 
economic aspirations (some favored working within the already-existing political system, while 
others advocated for a complete transformation of the system of government or the economy), 
they formed a broad, international movement during the 1930s – the Popular Front.  
Several Popular Front coalitions gained prominence in Western Europe during the 1930s. 
In France, for example, the Popular Front gained a majority in France’s general election of 1936, 
and the new Popular Front government implemented several labor and market reforms. Britain, 
too, attempted to form a Popular Front alliance, but more hardline leftist groups opposed the 
inclusion of the Liberal Party, so the British Popular Front did not gain as much traction. One of 
the most successful Popular Fronts elections occurred in Spain in 1936. The Spanish Popular 
Front included the Communist Party, Socialist Workers’ Party, the Workers Party of Marxist 
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Unification, and the Republicans. The Spanish military’s coup d’état against this Popular Front 
government in late 1936 sparked the Spanish Civil War.   
Due to the two-party structure of the U.S. government, the Popular Front of the United 
States never had the electoral success that occurred in France or Spain and therefore was less 
clearly defined as a group. Broadly speaking, the U.S. Popular Front consisted of a coalition of 
communists, unions, and other liberals that generally supported President Roosevelt’s New Deal 
but that advocated for more extensive social and labor reforms and greater racial equality.12 The 
U.S. Popular Front built broad solidarity among leftist groups and advocated for more radical 
political reforms than the New Deal created, leading to a more cohesive American Left than had 
previously been seen in the United States. Without a representative voice in the government, 
however, the United States Popular Front struggled with self-definition.  
While the Popular Front was more diverse than any one political group, the U.S. 
Communist Party (CPUSA) was arguably the most influential political party in the rise of the 
American Left during the 1930s. This was partly due to a softening of CP rhetoric and partly due 
to CPUSA’s superior organizational structure.13 The Communist Party was an international 
organization, which took its cues from the Comintern (Communist International), an 
organization based in Moscow that directed International Communist Party policies. Under the 
direction of the Comintern, the U.S. Communist Party of the 1930s focused more on solidarity 
among leftist political groups than on its own hardline policies. For the first time, CPUSA 
advocated working with other left-leaning groups to form a widespread, leftist movement.  
 
12 Douglas Rossinow, “The Popular Front and Racial Liberalism,” in Visions of Progress: The Left-Liberal Tradition 
in America, (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008), 143.  
13 Carroll, The Odyssey of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade, 50-51. 
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Under the leadership of the Comintern and the U.S. Communist Party, the U.S. Popular 
Front was also heavily influenced by the Soviet Union, and many members of the Popular Front 
considered the Soviet Union to be a model for future United States political and economic 
development. Because of the rampant poverty and suffering in the United States (and in other 
Western nations) during this time, many people turned to the example of the Soviet Union as a 
beacon of hope.14 Paul Sigel, who later volunteered in the Spanish Civil War, described the 
symbolic importance of the Soviet Union in a letter about his experience at the Paris Exposition 
of 1937, an international exhibition and world’s fair. The Soviet Union had a representative 
exhibit at the exposition, and Sigel remembered that “when the Soviet exhibit was illuminated, 
the feeling was so strong that there was spontaneous clapping and cheering.”15 For many, the 
USSR provided a working alternative to the United States capitalist system, which had failed to 
bring an end to the economic hardships of the Great Depression. Largely unaware of Stalinist 
political repression, many believed the planned economy of the Soviet Union provided better 
conditions for the working class and improved access to public services like housing and 
schools.16 Mutual support between the Popular Front, the Communist Party, and the Soviet 
Union became especially important in light of rising fascism in Europe because the Soviet 
Union, along with the Comintern, coordinated the most dedicated opposition to fascism. 
 Even though CPUSA was perhaps the most influential factor in promoting American 
involvement in the Spanish Civil War, membership in CPUSA in the 1930s reflected a diversity 
of goals and interests; people were drawn to the Communist Party more for pragmatic reasons 
 
14 Adam Hochschild, Spain in Our Hearts: Americans in the Spanish Civil War, 1936-1939, (Boston; New York: 
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2016), Prologue, Kindle. 
15 Paul Sigel to Miriam Sigel, June 27, 1937, in Madrid 1937, 69. 
16 Hochschild, Spain in Our Hearts, Chap. 1, Kindle.  
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than “theories of dialectical materialism emanating from Moscow.”17 In fact, during this time, 
CPUSA came to be best known for supporting unions and civil rights, directing unemployment 
marches, working towards racial equality, and most importantly, standing against fascism.18  
The broad goals of CPUSA helped to increase the appeal of both the Communist Party 
and the Popular Front for people of different races, ethnicities, and walks of life. Black people in 
particular were drawn to the Communist Party because of CPUSA’s work to promote racial 
equality. The diversity of CPUSA goals helped increase the appeal of communism among other 
non-communist groups, especially unions.19  
It was international influence, however, that ultimately led to CPUSA’s deliberate efforts 
to seek broad appeal and cooperation between CPUSA and other left-wing political groups in the 
United States. With Italy, Germany, and Portugal all under fascist dictatorships, fascism seemed 
to be rapidly taking over Europe. Many leftist groups grew concerned that fascism would take 
hold of the U.S. as well. CPUSA leadership looked to the collapse of the communist party in 
Germany after the Nazis gained power, and they pushed for solidarity among the Left in support 
of United States intervention against fascism.20 Archie Brown, who later volunteered in the 
Spanish Civil War, highlighted this point in an account of a Party Builder’s Congress Open 
Session held at Madison Square Garden in 1938. The Open Session was “a real education 
meeting” given by Ford, Foster, and Browder, three influential leaders of CPUSA, who taught 
(as remembered by Brown) that “the Communists prospered best in democratic countries, not 
under fascism. We were really the defenders of democracy and only want to extend that 
 
17 Carroll, The Odyssey of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade, 38. 
18 Alex Goodall, Loyalty and Liberty: American Countersubversion from World War 1 to the McCarthy Era, 
(Baltimore: University of Illinois Press, 2013), 181. 
19 Goodall, Loyalty and Liberty, 182-83. 
20 Goodall, Loyalty and Liberty, 184. 
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democracy to its fullest blossom – Socialism.”21 Brown’s description of the CPUSA meeting 
shows how Communist Party leaders were using rhetoric of democracy (which had wide-ranging 
appeal in the United States) to promote its antifascist agenda. 
When Spain broke out into Civil War in 1936, German, Portuguese, and Italian support 
for the insurgents turned an isolated civil war into an international conflict centered around 
fascism. Recognizing the international nature of the war, the Comintern sent out a call for 
International Brigade volunteers to aid the Spanish Republican Army. As word disseminated 
through the United States, mostly spurred by CPUSA, many Americans volunteered for the 
cause. With the Comintern directing affairs from Europe, CPUSA selected candidates for 
military service, careful to maintain secrecy to avoid being caught violating U.S. neutrality 
laws.22 The U.S. Communist Party coordinated volunteer passage to Spain and gave basic 
military supplies to those deemed fit for service, which was mostly decided based on political 
conviction as few volunteers had received any military training.23 Due to the leadership role 
played by CPUSA, most volunteers indeed were members of the Communist Party. Nonetheless, 
CPUSA also coordinated the passage of an oft-overlooked group of socialists and other 
progressives (who lacked the international organizational capacity of the Communist Party). 
CPUSA justified this by maintaining that the needs of the Spanish Civil War transcended party 
lines.24  
The Spanish Civil War served as a crucible for the unification of the United States 
Popular Front both in Spain and on the home front because necessitated a temporary political 
truce between CPUSA and other radical groups. In addition to CPUSA’s efforts to coordinate 
 
21 Archie Brown, February 22, 1938, in Madrid 1937, 53. 
22 Carroll, The Odyssey of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade, 66. 
23 Carroll, The Odyssey of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade, 66. 
24 Carroll, The Odyssey of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade, 71. 
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volunteers for the International Brigades, several groups formed within the United States to 
provide support for the Spanish Republican Army. The American Student Union, for example, 
merged Communist Party and Socialist Party student groups and was responsible for the 
recruitment of many student volunteers to Spain. Other groups included the United Committee in 
Support of the Struggle Against Fascism in Spain, The North American Committee to Aid 
Spanish Democracy, and the American Medical Bureau to Aid Spanish Democracy.25  
For those on the home front and in Spain, the Spanish cause became a concrete way that 
members of the American Left could strike a blow against fascism, which they saw as a threat to 
the United States as much as it was to Europe.  
 
The Fascist Threat 
At the heart of United States volunteer involvement in the Spanish civil war was the 
perception of the threat of fascism. Although fascism served as the unifying enemy for American 
volunteers, fascism itself remained a nebulous concept.26 Allen Guttmann provides several 
characteristics of fascism, calling it a race-based system where “the race is expressed not through 
the individual but through the State,” authoritarian, concerned with an ordered hierarchy and 
conformity to the State, and antagonistic to liberal democracy.27 While Guttmann’s analysis is 
helpful to understand fascism, the concept of fascism for American volunteers was not clearly 
described or defined. Many volunteers wrote about the threat of fascism, but they did so in 
unique and personal terms.  
 
25 Carroll, The Odyssey of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade, 50. 
26 Eric R. Smith, American Relief Aid and the Spanish Civil War, (Missouri: University of Missouri Press, 2013), 9. 
27 Guttmann, The Wound in the Heart, 17-19. 
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Most volunteers writing home about their motivations for volunteering referred not to the 
situation in Spain but rather to the situation developing in Germany. Jack Friedman wrote, 
“Those who feel that I must justify my action, I refer them to the bloody hand of Hitler, no 
further justification is needed.”28 Because German support of Franco was well-known among 
members of the American Left, support for the Republican forces was seen as a stand against 
Hitler’s Nazism. Friedman continued, “Ever since I accepted the communist solution as the 
correct one for suffering humanity, I have always been of the firm conviction that we would 
some day, somewhere, have to express our ideas in a most positive and active fashion. That day 
has come and the place is Spain.”29 Like Friedman, many of volunteers had little knowledge of 
actual political conditions in Spain, and Spain itself was seen as one battlefront, albeit a critical 
one, in an international war on fascism.30 
Unsurprisingly, given the fascist focus on racial purity, American volunteers often 
discussed the threat of fascism in terms of race or ethnicity. Several volunteers were Jewish, and 
they saw fascism as a direct threat. One of these volunteers, Wilfred Mendelson, a student at the 
City College in New York, traced his support for Republican Spain to his Jewish heritage. “And 
Spain is perhaps a fit arena for this struggle,” Mendelson wrote. “Here it was that the Medieval 
Inquisition drove the Jews from their homes and their livelihoods. Today Jews are returning 
welcomed by the entire Spanish people to fight the modern Inquisition.” Mendelson referred to 
the Spanish expulsion of all Jews in 1492 and the Spanish Inquisition’s persecution of those 
suspected of continuing to practice the Jewish faith in secret.  
 
28 Jack Friedman to George Friedman, February 1937, in Madrid 1937, 43.  
29 Jack Friedman to George Friedman, February 1937, in Madrid 1937, 42. 
30 William Sennett, June 3, 1937, in Madrid 1937, 311. 
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For the eighty Black volunteers in Spain, fascism was defined broadly and reflected 
conditions of racial discrimination in the United States. The term “fascism” encompassed “all 
forms of race and class oppression,” including U.S. systems of sharecropping and tenant 
farming, the failures of the New Deal to improve the condition of Black people, and international 
threats like Benito Mussolini’s invasion of Ethiopia.31 It was this last concern especially that 
Communist Party leaders appealed to in order to encourage Black support of the Spanish Civil 
War. While the Ethiopians received little international support when Italian troops invaded, 
Communist Party leaders stressed Mussolini’s support of the Nationalists in the Spanish Civil 
War. Many Black communists supported the Spanish Republican Army in an effort to 
symbolically strike against Mussolini’s fascist agenda in Africa.  
Because the term “fascism” broadly included both race and class oppression, taking a 
stand against fascism in Spain represented a wider fight for equality already happening in the 
United States. For many Black volunteers, General Franco, with the support of Hitler and 
Mussolini, represented racial oppressors in the United States.32 Canute Frankson, a machinist 
from Pennsylvania, wrote in a letter to his wife, “We must not fall into the trap of racial 
isolation,” and “We are part of the American progressive movement.” To justify his participation 
in the Spanish Civil War, Frankson wrote, “The harder the blow here against the Fascist beast, 
the easier it will be to extract his teeth at home… Above all we are fighting not only for Spain, 
but for the cause of humanity and peace.”33 
 
31 Robin D. G. Kelley, “This Ain’t Ethiopia, But It’ll Do: African Americans in the Spanish Civil War,” in Race 
Rebels: Culture, Politics, and the Black Working Class, (New York: Free Press; Toronto: Maxwell Macmillan 
Canada; New York: Maxwell Macmillan International, 1994), 128; 145. 
32 Kelley, “This Ain’t Ethiopia, But It’ll Do,” 138. 
33 Canute Frankson to his wife, Rachel, July 23, 1937, in Madrid 1937, 62-63. 
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In addition to those fighting to end racial oppression, some volunteers recognized the 
threat that fascism posed to intellectual advancement. One volunteer, John Cookson, 
characterized fascism as a dual threat to scientific and economic progress. Cookson was a 
member of the Communist Party, and he had been working as a graduate teaching assistant prior 
to volunteering in Spain. He left the United States for Spain just before completing his Doctorate 
of Philosophy at the University of Wisconsin. While in Spain, Cookson detailed his motivations 
for volunteering in a letter to his skeptical aunt. “But we cannot tolerate a long period of history, 
and I least of all as an embryo scientist, of fascism,” Cookson wrote, “for scientific investigation 
is thwarted.”34 He characterized fascism as the antithesis to reason and progress, classic ideals of 
American liberalism.35 Cookson was a communist, but his appeal to liberalism demonstrates the 
influence of Popular Front rhetoric on members of the American Left. 
Given the influence of the Communist Party in recruiting volunteers for the Spanish Civil 
War, the most-cited threat of fascism was the threat to the working class. As John Cookson 
wrote, “Fascism is but a powerful organization of finance capital for thwarting the people and the 
working class in particular.”36 During the 1930s, CPUSA leaders declared their support for labor 
unions, and many American volunteers in the Spanish Civil War had been active in local unions 
prior to their military service.37 American volunteers felt solidarity with the Spanish working 
class, which they viewed as the backbone of the Spanish Republican Army.  
Paradoxically, the ways that the American volunteers in the Spanish Civil War defined 
fascism at once expressed the diversity of the American Left during the 1930s and its unification. 
Though people defined fascism in different ways and therefore supported the Popular Front for 
 
34 John Cookson to his Aunt Mabel, October 2, 1937, in Madrid 1937, 38. 
35 Guttman, The Wound in the Heart, 83-85. 
36 John Cookson to his Aunt Mabel, October 2, 1937, in Madrid 1937, 37. 
37 Rossinow, “The Popular Front and Racial Liberalism,” 149. 
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different reasons, they recognized one common enemy. Through their experiences in Spain, the 
American volunteers became a critical voice in turning abstract definitions of fascism into one 
concrete enemy. By defeating Francisco Franco and his Nationalist Army in Spain, American 
volunteers in the International Brigades hoped to defend U.S. democracy and prevent fascism 
from spreading throughout Europe and to the United States.  
 
The Popular Front in Action 
 By July of 1937, Jack Freeman, who had narrowly escaped death aboard the Ciudad de 
Barcelona, had made it to the training camp for the XV International Brigade. “I’m not one for 
Boy Scout sentiments,” Freeman wrote to his parents, “and although I’ve felt pretty 
uncomfortable at times and will probably feel more so soon, I think I was right in coming. I’m 
experiencing things I never could have otherwise and I’m doing work that was otherwise 
impossible for me. Those are sufficient reasons.”38 Despite his dramatic arrival in Spain, 
Freeman had lost none of his idealism or his commitment to the Communist cause. He had 
picked up conversational French during his time in France and could speak a little German, so 
Freeman was offered a job at the base of the International Brigades. He turned the job down in 
favor of training as a soldier. Freeman said, “You can’t translate ideas into concrete actions in an 
office.”39 
 Freeman’s words reveal a common theme among American volunteers in the Spanish 
Civil War. Shaped by political discourse about the Popular Front, an indefinite term at best, the 
American volunteers in the Spanish Civil War attempted to turn Popular Front ideas into anti-
fascist results. For the United States volunteers, the American battalions of the XV International 
 
38 Jack Freeman to his parents, July 19, 1937, in Madrid 1937, 161. 
39 Freeman, in Madrid 1937, 161. 
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Brigade modeled and solidified the rhetorical ideals of the Popular Front; the volunteers actually 
lived out the principles of the Popular Front, putting aside their ideological differences to stand, 
quite literally in their minds, against fascism. In doing so, they also tended to characterize the 
fight in Spain as an extension of the fight against fascism already happening in the United States 
in an effort to convince the U.S. government to reverse its stance on neutrality and the U.S. 
public to push for greater social reforms back at home.  
 The first American volunteers in Spain began arriving in winter of 1937, totaling around 
four hundred by late February.40 Assigned to the XV International Brigade, the “brigadistas,” or 
brigade members, named themselves the Abraham Lincoln Battalion. Although the Abraham 
Lincoln Battalion was not to be the only battalion of American volunteer troops, it gained the 
most fame, partly due to the courage shown by the Lincolns in the Battle of Jarama, an attempt to 
defend the Madrid-Valencia road from the onslaught of General Franco’s Nationalist forces and 
prevent the Nationalists from cutting off the Spanish capital.41 The Abraham Lincoln Battalion 
was sent to the front lines in February of 1937 despite having received little to no military 
training, and they remained on the front (with only one relief) until June, sustaining heavy 
casualties.42 Despite the brutality of the Battle of Jarama, the Spanish Republican Army 
succeeded in holding the Madrid-Valencia road against the Nationalist troops. The battle 
cemented the heroic reputation of the American brigadistas and unified them through common 
experience. Perhaps nothing sums up this camaraderie so well as the following verse written by 
British soldier Alex McDade and sung by the Americans to the tune of Red River Valley.  
“You will never be happy with strangers 
They would not understand you as we, 
So remember the Jarama Valley 
 
40 Carroll, The Odyssey of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade, 94. 
41 Carroll, The Odyssey of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade, 97. 
42 Carroll, The Odyssey of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade, 106. 
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And the old men who wait patiently.”43 
 
 Following the Battle of Jarama, subsequent American volunteers were assigned either to 
the Abraham Lincoln Battalion or to the other newly formed American battalions, the George 
Washington and the MacKenzie-Papineau, both of which were also part of the XV International 
Brigade. The Spanish Republican Army was modeled after the Soviet Red Army, which meant 
that at every unit of the army (group, section, company, battalion), authority was shared between 
a military official and a political commissar, who was responsible for constructing a narrative of 
the war’s political goals and importance. In this way, leadership in the XV International Brigade 
was able to consciously construct the brigade’s own identity.    
 Consider the very titles chosen by the volunteers for their battalions. While the majority 
of American brigadistas were communists, they chose to refer to themselves by standard names 
from United States history to signify their commitment to the Popular Front to other 
Americans.44 Carl Geiser, a devoted member of the Young Communist League, explained the 
rational of the volunteers. “The name of our Battalion is the George Washington,” Geiser wrote. 
“I think the next battalion will adopt the name of Mooney.”45 (Mooney was a Socialist Party 
member and labor hero who had been imprisoned after a bomb explosion).46 “But the name 
Washington is much better for us,” Geiser continued, “for it signifies our own struggle for 
national freedom and brings to mind the support we received at that time and it certainly should 
 
43 Carroll, The Odyssey of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade, 106. 
44 Carroll, The Odyssey of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade, 94. 
45 Carl Geiser, June 5, 1937, in Madrid 1937, 159. 
46 Tom Mooney was a Socialist Party member and railroad union leader who had been arrested and imprisoned after 
a bomb explosion in San Francisco in 1916. He was initially sentenced to death, but following extensive protests, the 
sentence was changed to life imprisonment. Many American volunteers in Spain believed that Mooney had been 
wrongly imprisoned and considered him a labor hero. Ness, Immanuel, Encyclopedia of American Social 
Movements, (Armonk: Taylor & Francis Group, 2004), 676. 
 22 
help the American people understand why we are here.”47 Geiser’s comments reveal more than 
an effort to solidify Popular Front ideals among the American volunteers. They show a deliberate 
consciousness about presenting a united Popular Front image of the Spanish Civil War to the 
people back in the United States.   
 The very structure of the American battalions mirrored this representation of the Popular 
Front. “There is little formal discipline,” reflected Hank Rubin, a Seaman and CP member from 
New York City. “There are no dress parades, no punctilious saluting of each rank. The discipline 
is nevertheless here, greater even than in other armies. It is because the majority of men are 
politically conscious… This is not a Communist army, but very much a general “antifascist” 
army.”48 Whether the American volunteers actually believed in this ideological unity or whether 
it represented a coordinated effort by military leaders to shape political discourse, these writings 
demonstrate a deliberate decision to characterize the Spanish Republican Army as a genuine 
People’s Army, a true representation of the Popular Front (or at least how they wanted the 
Popular Front to be perceived within the United States). As Peter Carroll argues, the American 
volunteers’ political consciousness led them to “accept the discipline of their officers, fight 
against overwhelming military superiority, and maintain their commitment to defeating the 
fascist enemy.”49 
 In spite of Popular Front rhetoric about solidarity among the Left, it is important to note 
that majority of the military and political leaders among the International Brigades were elected 
by the Communist Party, which led to communist ideology being favored over other left-wing 
 
47 Carl Geiser, June 5, 1937, in Madrid 1937, 159. 
48 Joe Dallett, July 25, 1937, in Madrid 1937, 164. 
49 Carroll, The Odyssey of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade, 117. 
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political philosophies.50 The Comintern, however, directed communist military and political 
leaders to purposely tone down communist ideology to promote unity against fascism.  
 Spanish Republican Army leadership went a step beyond rhetoric, however, in promoting 
Popular Front ideology. For the first time in United States history, under the command of the XV 
International Brigade of the Spanish Republican Army, the American troops were fully 
integrated, and over eighty Black men had arrived in Spain by the summer of 1937.51 Racial 
equality was one of the tenets of the Communist Party, and Black soldiers were largely treated 
the same as their white counterparts and certainly better than in the U.S. military. Black 
volunteers were generally noted for their heroism, and many rose to leadership positions. Oliver 
Law, a CP activist from Chicago, rose to the rank of commander and became the first Black man 
to command a majority-white unit of Americans.52 Walter Garland served as a machine gun 
company commander and eventually became a lieutenant.53 These achievements challenged 






50 Carroll, The Odyssey of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade, 109. 
51 Kelley, “This Ain’t Ethiopia, But It’ll Do,” 123. 
52 Kelley, “This Ain’t Ethiopia, But It’ll Do,” 141. 
53 Kelley, “This Ain’t Ethiopia, But It’ll Do,” 142. 
54 Kelley, “This Ain’t Ethiopia, But It’ll Do,” 142. 
 24 
War photographs of the American battalions displayed carefully constructed images of 
Popular Front solidarity. Official photographers for the International Brigades staged several 
group shots, which were very popular among the international brigadistas.55 Figure 1 shows a 
group of Lincoln Battalion members posing together, some with their arms around each other. 
The photo also highlights Popular Front efforts at integration – the two Black brigadistas shown 
are interspersed throughout the group, neither hidden nor featured. The photograph features the 
collective over the individual. In Figure 2, brigadistas gather around a couple of visiting leaders 
from the Communist Party of the United States. The men stand with their arms around each 
other, and several brigadistas in the back have their fists raised in the “Popular Front salute” (a 
sign that later became a staple of United States protest movements.) These and many other 
 
55Cary Nelson, The Aura of the Cause: A Photo Album for North American Volunteers in the Spanish Civil War, 
(Waltham, MA: Abraham Lincoln Brigade Archives, 1997), 33-34. 
Figure 1. This image from April 1938 shows members of the Lincoln Battalion posing with visitors. Image from 
Cary Nelson’s The Aura of the Cause: A Photo Album for North American Volunteers in the Spanish Civil War 
(Massachusetts: Abraham Lincoln Brigade Archives, 1997), 122 
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battalion photographs served an important communicative purpose for the International Brigades 
because these photographs could be published back in the United States.56  
 
 
Many American brigadistas hoped that their efforts in Spain would persuade the United 
States government to reverse its policy of neutrality and lift the arms embargo on Spain. By 
appealing to Americanism instead of dramatic changes to the structure of the U.S. government, 
CP leaders and other leftist radicals hoped to encourage political support among Spanish 
Republican sympathizers in the United States. During the years of the Spanish Civil War, several 
organizations formed in the United States to send relief aid to the Spanish Republic. However 
 
56 Nelson, The Aura of the Cause, 34. 
Figure 2: Shows a group from the transport regiment gathered around James Ford and Robert Minor, leaders 
from CPUSA, and Ralph Bates from the International Brigades. Several members can be seen with fists raised in 
the “Popular Front salute.” Image from Cary Nelson’s The Aura of the Cause: A Photo Album for North 
American Volunteers in the Spanish Civil War (Massachusetts: Abraham Lincoln Brigade Archives, 1997), 121 
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unlike the volunteers who made up the International Brigades, these relief organizations reflected 
support for international democracy rather than radical political change.57 Political and military 
leaders, therefore, sought to build on momentum for international solidarity by testifying to the 
effectiveness of the Popular Front in Spain. The American brigadistas deliberately presented a 
progressive, unified front in the hope that the American public and government would send more 
support for the Republican Army.  
Although both political and military leaders and the individual volunteers recognized the 
importance of their image on an international scale, the American battalions’ representation of 
the Popular Front was at once intentionally constructed and genuinely felt among the American 
brigadistas. As the war progressed and the American battalions endured heavy casualties, the 
American brigadistas brought about the Popular Front unity they so consciously represented.  
In their writings back home to family and friends, many American volunteers described 
this sense of the unity among the International Brigades. While preparing to head to the 
frontlines, Leon Rosenthal, a twenty-six-year-old member of the Youth Communist League, 
wrote to his wife, “tell your father that I am witnessing with my own eyes the growing unity of 
the Socialists & Communists here into one revolutionary party.”58 Harold Smith, a CP member 
from New York City, said, “So there you have it – we’re building a Peoples’ Army here second 
to none. A trained army, a unified army, able to coordinate every branch of the service… Wallop 
hell out of Fascism here, and we’ll see a World People’s Front that opens up possibilities that 
make me thankful that I can play some little part in bringing it about.”59 
 After the Battle of Jarama, the Republican cause became deeply personal for the 
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American brigadistas. In July of 1937, the XV International Brigade advanced toward Brunete, a 
small town to the west of Madrid in the hopes of ending the fascist siege on Madrid and 
engaging its forces away from the north.60 The attack went poorly, and the American troops 
fought under heavy fire, sustaining grave losses. As the war continued, the American brigadistas’ 
definition of fascism, formerly very abstract, became concrete and personal. After ten days of  
 
fighting on the front lines, Harry Malofsky, an actor, musician, and composer from New York, 
described his experiences in the Brunete Offensive. “I hate you fascists, for you are responsible 
for this war, you are responsible for the death of my closest comrade, for the murder of so many 
thousands of innocents, for blood and destruction and the return of barbarism,” Malofsky wrote. 
 
60 Carroll, The Odyssey of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade, 140. 
Figure 3: Map of Spain in October 1937. Image from Adam Hochschil’s Spain in Our Hearts: Americans in the Spanish 
Civil War, 1936-1939 (Boston; New York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2016) 
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He continued, “nothing but dead muscles can get me out of this fight now. Our victory means too 
much, and victory is now very near.”61 
Following the Brunete Offensive, the Lincoln battalion had three weeks rest before 
traveling to the north of Spain to assist with the Aragón Offensive along the Ebro River. There, 
they would capture the fascist-held town of Quinto before moving on to the town of Belchite. 
Casualties mounted in Belchite, but ultimately, the Republican troops prevailed and continued 
marching toward Zaragoza. The XV International Brigade was stalled outside Fuentes de Ebro, 
and after sustained losses, the Republican Army ended the offensive with little more than a few 
small towns to show for their efforts. Morale dropped among the American brigadistas.  
 The American battalions were sent back to Madrid following the failed Aragón 
Offensive. In late December, they received word that the fascist forces had captured the city of 
Teruel. The American troops were called in to hold the city, but facing brutal winter conditions 
and Franco’s superior forces, Teruel fell to the fascists. The American battalions withdrew to 
Belchite, but in March of 1938, Franco’s forces launched an offensive toward the Aragón region 
in northeast Spain. The American troops were forced to retreat quickly back to Republican-held 
land in the north of Spain, falling to the onslaught of Franco’s superior military efficiency. “I 
have torn up three letters trying to write down my feelings… feelings of death… feelings of 
sickness… feelings of rage and anger against the vicious fascist bastards,” wrote one 
brigadista.62  
Still determined, the American brigadistas continued to proclaim the importance of the 
cause in their letters home. “I wouldn’t feel right leaving just when the fight gets hot,” Harry 
 
61 Harry Malofsky to Miriam ‘Mim’ Sigel, July 16, 1937, The Miriam Sigel Papers, ed. The Abraham Lincoln 
Brigade Archives. 
62 Alex, May 11, 1938, in Madrid 1937, 375. 
 29 
Fisher wrote. “I still believe we can defeat the fascists here, in spite of the serious defeats we are 
suffering.”63 Though almost-certainly defeated, the American brigadistas continued to fight. 
“They are pressing on our flanks,” wrote Hungarian-American volunteer Sandor Voros, “and the 
resistance of the International Brigades belongs to the brightest chapter of the international 
working class.”64 
 The International Brigades were finally withdrawn from Spain in September of 1938. The 
Prime Minister of the Spanish Republic, Juan Negrín, hoped that this might increase 
international pressure for Germany and Italy to withdraw their support for Franco’s Nationalist 
Army. This hope proved to be a failure, but the American troops were sent home with honor and 
celebration in Cataluña, one of the last regions to be held by Republican Spain.65  
 
The Popular Front in Crisis 
Upon returning to the United States, veterans of the Spanish Civil War had to contend 
with an uncertain legacy and an unstable international situation. The war in Spain continued, 
though the former brigadistas knew it was likely to end with a fascist victory. 
 Veterans of the American battalions attempted to address their own uncertain legacy. 
They were the first to write and publish accounts of the Spanish Civil War, continuing to define 
the purpose of the American Left. As soon as 1939, writer Alvah Bessie had published an 
account of his experiences with the Abraham Lincoln Battalion, trying to explain why he and so 
many others had considered Spain to be a critical battlefront in an international war against 
fascism.66 Former American brigadistas formed the Veterans of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade, 
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an organization dedicated to serving the interests of former volunteers as they reentered the U.S. 
by disseminating information about the American battalions and continuing to advocate for the 
causes associated with Republican Spain – not specific political reforms, but rather the causes of 
peace, democracy, and civil liberties.67 
 While trying to come to terms with the ideological consequences of the Spanish Civil 
War, veterans were faced with a new crisis that split the formerly unified members of the 
Popular Front. In August of 1939, the Soviet Union and Germany signed the Molotov-
Ribbentrop Pact, a mutual non-aggression agreement that divided up Eastern Europe between 
German and Soviet geographic spheres. Many CPUSA members, following the lead of the 
Comintern, continued to support the Soviet Union’s policy, but the signing of the Molotov-
Ribbentrop Pact caused other disillusioned American communists to leave the party.68 The 
Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact also led the Socialist Party and other liberal groups to distance 
themselves from CPUSA.  
 The German-Soviet Non-Aggression Pact created a tenuous truce between the world’s 
leading fascist power and the world’s leading anti-fascist power, which sparked a crisis among 
the American Left. For American veterans of the Spanish Civil War, the Soviet Union’s actions 
seemed to directly contradict everything that they had been fighting for in Spain. The fight 
against fascism, which had once been the unifying feature of the American Popular Front, had 
lost its key leader. With the failure of the Spanish Civil War to halt a fascist advance into Spain, 
the Popular Front also lost its ideological center.  
 
67 “Guide to the Veterans of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade Records ALBA.019,” Tamiment Library and Robert F. 
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As the Popular Front fractured, the United States government started to view all those 
who fought for the Spanish Republican Army with suspicion. In 1938, the U.S. House of 
Representatives created a special committee to investigate “un-American” activities in the 
United States. Though purportedly convened to investigate subversive activities, the special 
committee primarily used its platform to investigate communists.69 In 1944, the House Special 
Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC) published a record of hearings on “communist-
front organizations,” of which the Veterans of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade formed a part. The 
committee reported that the Veterans of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade and the Friends of the 
Abraham Lincoln Brigade were “Communist-dominated and served as pawns in the 
machinations of the Communists in the United States and Spain.”70 HUAC included a list of 
known veterans of the Spanish Civil War and concluded that “the American party of the 
Communist International will set up an espionage system of their own.”71  
The aftermath of World War II and the subsequent Cold War overshadowed discussion 
about the Veterans of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade. Because of their association with 
communist leaders and because of the Comintern’s role in coordinating the International Brigade 
effort, all volunteers in the Spanish Civil War were considered sympathizers with the Soviet 
Union. The Popular Front, therefore, which had been as notable for its political diversity as for 
its unification, became reduced to a communist movement dominated by the Soviet Union. This 
effectively erased the complexity both of and the American Left the U.S. Communist Party 
during the 1930s. 
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The Bright Star of Belief 
The United States Popular Front was not accidental. It was, rather, a coordinated effort 
among left-wing political groups to push the U.S. toward broader social change and to combat 
fascism, both domestically and abroad. The U.S. Popular Front, therefore, was both international 
and domestic in character, and the American brigadistas in the Spanish Civil War played a key 
role in defining the parameters and goals of the U.S. Popular Front during the late 1930s.  
 Though much attention has been given to the role that CPUSA played in shaping the U.S. 
Popular Front’s agenda, the agency of individual volunteers must be acknowledged. Led by their 
idealism and commitment to anti-fascism, these American brigadistas actively lived out the 
ideals of the American Popular Front in Spain, shaping their image to appeal to moderates back 
in the United States and working to persuade the United States government to end its position of 
neutrality.  
 Failure in Spain in many ways prefigured things to come back in the United States, and 
after years of fighting in the Spanish Civil War, suffering heavy casualties, the American 
veterans regarded the Spanish Republican defeat as a personal loss. Beyond a military failure, the 
defeat in Spain represented a failure of idealism. As unified as the Popular Front became under 
its anti-fascist banner, it was not enough to convince the U.S. government to support the Spanish 
Republican army, and it was not enough to defeat Franco’s superior military force, which had the 
advantage of support from Germany, Italy, and Portugal. 
After the American brigadistas returned to the United States, continued consolidation of 
German fascist power led to the United States’ subsequent involvement in a second world war. 
For a brief period of time after the Soviet Union terminated the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, the 
U.S. did enter into an alliance with the Soviet Union, but this alliance did not outlast the war. 
 33 
With the start of the Cold War, the U.S. government intensified their suspicion against 
the American veterans of the Spanish Civil War. These veterans, who had worked so hard to 
convince the U.S. public that they fought to protect international democracy, became equated 
solely with CPUSA, which was in turn equated with the Soviet Union. The constraints of the 
Cold War effectively erased the complex experiences and motivations of American brigadistas 
and misattributed their unification to the influence of the U.S. Communist Party and the Soviet 
Union.  
Reclaiming the voices of the American veterans of the Spanish Civil War demonstrates 
that they were neither moderate liberals, as Allen Guttmann suggested, nor deluded by the 
Communist Party. Rather, American involvement in the Spanish Civil War reflected radical 
idealism and anti-fascism that reshaped the American Left of the 1930s. The American 
brigadistas’ commitment to anti-fascism, which prefigured United States involvement in World 
War II and growing interventionism, was not an abstract ideal but a conscious commitment to the 
U.S. Popular Front.  
“All of these things which I submitted myself to voluntarily,” wrote John Cookson, who 
later lost his life on the battlefields of Spain, “… they can be but for one thing – to follow the 
bright star of your beliefs to the bitter end, though it be death itself.”72 When Cookson died in the 
final days of the war, Spanish Republicans buried him and secretly maintained his grave 
throughout Francisco Franco’s dictatorship, preserving it as a monument until the dictatorship’s 
end in 1975.73  
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